CLEFT SENTENCES IN TAMIL 



Jespersen was the first grammarian to use the term 
’cleft' for a type of sentence in English. A cleft sen- 
tence is a special construction which gives both thematic 
and focal prominence to a particular element of the clause; 
it is so-called because it divides a single clause into 
two separate sections, each with its own verb.^- Most cleft 
sentence statements begin with the pronoun it followed by 
the verb be which in turn is followed by the element on 
which the focus falls. 

There is another type of construction in English call- 
ed 'pseudo-cleft*. This term is relatively new and seems 
to have arisen within the transformational-generative tra- 
dition, its formation emphasizing the formal and semantic 
kinship of the construction concerned to the cleft sentence? 
The semantic kinship to cleft sentences leads to a semi- 
formal requirement that pseudo-cleft sentences should have 
a bipartite form, looking like a broken-up form of a simple 
sentence, with a 'focal' constituent which in some sentences 
is being emphasized, and a remainder. The formal kinship 
to cleft sentences requires that the sentence is a copular 
sentence having a subject that consists of a clause intro- 
duced by a Wh-item, usually what, this subject clause cons- 
tituting the remainder of the simple sentence, and a portion 
which follows the copula and constitutes the focal consti- 
tuent, the constituent which is being emphasized. 



* This paper was written when the author was a Post-Doctoral 
Fellow at the University of Edinburgh (1981-82) under a 
Commonwealth Academic Fellowship award of the Association 
of Commonwealth Universities in the U.K. The author 
wishes to acknowledge gratefully the contribution of Pro- 
fessor R.E. Asher who went through the first draft and 
made useful suggestions. Subsequently some useful sug- 
gestions made by Professor, T. Kandiah have been incorpo- 
rated . 
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Even in, English, the domain of application of the 
terms ’cleft’ and ’pseudo-cleft’ is not very clear and 
there is much confusion and overlapping, causing differen- 
ces of opinion even now among the linguists as F.R. Higgins 
(1979) points out. The present paper will not try to dis- 
tinguish between cleft and pseudo-cleft constructions in 
Tamil. That task will be left to a later study. The author 
will use the term ’cleft’ to cover both types of sentences. 

The Tamil grammatical tradition has not recognised 
the existence of this type of construction. In fact, the 
attention of scholars has been drawn to the existence of 
cleft sentences in Tamil by three Western grammarians dur- 
ing the past dozen years. James M, Lindholm (1971), the 
pioneer contributor in the field, has illustrated the ex- 
istence of cleft sentences in Tamil and has argued for the 
recognition and acceptance of 'cleft' constructions in 
Tamil grammar. 3 His constribution seems to be comprehen- 
sive but the author of this paper has one reservation. 

This reservation involves the addition of emphasizers like 
tan or -e or Wh-question word to any constituent of a 
sentence to be emphasized. In addition to this, the formal 
nominalization of the finite verb, signifying the nominaliza- 
tion of the whole sequence of elements that are left be- 
hind, is said to be automatically making the sentence a 
cleft construction. Sentences of this type exist in Tamil 
But the focussed element here is not moved out, signifying 
cleft . 

Harold Schiffman (1979) refers to the existence of 
cleft sentences in Tamil, as in English. 4 According to 
him, the nominalisation of finite verbs, signifying, of 
course, the nominalization of the sequence of elements 
that are left behind, is sufficient to make simple decla- 
ratory sentences into cleft sentences. He does not postu- 
late even the addition of emphasizers or interrogative 



3. Lindholm, James M, (1371) Cleft Sentences in Tamil and 
Malayalam-* Proceedings of the First All~India Confe-- 
rence of Dravidian Linguistics , (ed, V,I, Subramaniam 
and Elias Valentine, Trivandrum, Dravidian Linguistics 
Association) . 

4, Schiffman Harold (1979) A Grammar of Spoken Tamil, 
(Madras, The Christian Literature Society), pp, 94-95, 



markers, as Lindholm did. Examples of the cited pattern 
exist in Tamil. The author of this paper has his reser- 
vation here as there does not seem to be any focus or move- 
ment transformations in his examples. R.E. Asher (1982) 
has given a somewhat fuller outline of cleft sentences in 
colloquial Tamil.® This paper aims to explore the possi- 
bility of forming slightly different types of cleft cons- 
tructions in Tamil. The author hopes that this paper will 
serve as a working paper, drawing attention of more scho- 
lars to this topic. 

Cleft sentences are quite common in informal Tamil 
speech. Written records seem to have studiously avoided 
cleft sentences as traditional Tamil grammar has not re- 
cognised their existence. These sentences occur frequent- 
ly in rhetorical style in platform speech. Cleft senten- 
ces make their appearance in modern creative literature, 
especially in dialogues. Mass media in Tamil make use of 
cleft sentences. So the examples, cited in the study in 
this paper, are from modern standard Tamil. 

Asher (1982) postulates the existence of three kinds 
of cleft sentences in Tamil. Two of them are somewhat 
similar in that both of them involve two basic changes in 
simple declaratory sentences. The constituent that needs 
focus is shifted to the post-verbal position. This cons- 
tituent is one which in the speech context the speaker is 
either affirming, denying, questioning or supplying as a . 
new piece of information. This constituent becomes the 
semantic predicate. The rest of the sentence becomes the 
new subject. The syntactic predicate changes its finite 
verb character to a nominal form. This change is indica- 
ted by dropping the distinctive Person-Number-Gender mar- 
ker and substituting neuter singular PNG marker. Lindholm 
has shown that the resultant nominal, though similar in 
form to the participial noun and verbal noun, is quite distinct 
from them functionally. In addition to simple declaratory 
sentences, other types of sentences may also produce cleft 
formations. This paper will try to see how far this is 
possible. 



5. Asher, R.E. (1982) Tamil, (Amsterdam, North-Holland 
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I. Cleft Formation (1) 

The two changes mentioned in the previous paragraph 
enable the formation of one type of cleft sentences in 
Tamil. Most constituents of a simple declaratory sentence 
can be focussed and postposed after the syntactic predi- 
cate. As in English, it Ls not possible to focus on the finite 
verb. But as in English, this restriction can be circum- 
vented. In Tamil, the finite verb has to be used in nomi- 
nalized form and a nominal izat ion based on cey 'do' has to 
be substituted for it in the other part of the sentence. 

Such cleft formation will be considered under cleft forma- 
tion (2) for semantic reasons. It is also not possible to 
focus on adjectives or possessives in Tamil. Constraints 
on such movement transformation rules will be illustrated 
in the study here. 

A formula of some surface structure features of each 
source sentence will be given as the heading in each case. 
This will illustrate to some extent the focussing of dif- 
ferent constituents in each source sentence and also the 
wide use of cleft formation in sentences with slightly dif- 
ferent features. The special mention of these details have 
no other significance. Simple declaratory sentences and 
equivalent cleft sentences will be taken up first. 

(1) S. (Mas. Sing.) — Adv. — V. present, 
iraman katumaiyaka ulaikkirari. 

'Raman works hard' . 

Katumaiyaka u^aikki^atu iraman 

' It is Raman who works hard' . 
iraman ul^aikkiratu katumaiyaka ttan.. 

'It is with hardness that Raman works'. 

(2) S. (Fern. Sing.) — 0. direct -- V. past, 
kannaki kovalanai manantil 

'Kannaki married Kovalan' . 

Kannaki manantatu kovalanaiye. 

'It was Kovalan whom Kannaki married'. 

Kovalanai manantatu kannaki mattume. 

— • • • • • 

' It was Kannaki alone who married Kovalan' . 

(3) S. (Epi-Pl.) -- 0. indirect — V.past. 
ciruvarka^ pa^acalaikku vantarkal- 

'Children came to school'. 
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ciruvarkal vantatu patacalaikku. 

'It was to school that children came', 
patacalaikku vantatu ciruvarkaj.. 

'It was children who came to school'. 

(4) S.(Neu.Pl.) — Loc.N. — V. present, 
kurankukal marankaj.il tavukinrana. 

'Monkeys jump on the trees' . 
marankaj.il tavukinratu kurankukaje. 

' It is monkeys that jump on the trees' . 
kuraAkukaJ. tavukinratu marankaj.ileye . 

' It is on trees only that monkeys jump' . 

(5) S. (Neu. Sing. ) — 0. direct — V. future, 
punai pal kufcikkum. 

'The cat will drink milk' . 
pal ku$ippatu punai. 

' It is the cat that will drink milk' . 
punai kutippatu pal ma£$ume. 

’ It is the milk alone that the cat will 

drink' . 

Some observations will be made about the cleft senten- 
ces so far illustrated. There seems to be some restriction 
about moving the nominalized form of the finite verb to the 
rightward end of the cleft sentence. Constituents like the 
direct object, the indirect object, the adverb and the lo- 
cative noun phrase also have to be moved out along with the 
verb. Emphasizers like t&n, maii^um and -e occur in cleft 
sentences. As these occur in the surface structure of non- 
cleft simple declaratory sentences also, their function is 
a little difficult to determine. Cleft sentences can fun- 
ction without these emphasizers. The clitic -e seems to be 
of contrastive significance, emphasizing one out of many 
possibilities. The clitic tan, which form also functions 
as a reflexive pronoun, can be translated as 'only' in many 
places. The form mati^um is of restrictive significance and 
it can be translated as 'alone' in many places. As there 
are two homonymous clitics in it is difficult to decide 

in a few places its particular significance without refe- 
rence to the context. Whether the clitic -e can double and 
occur as -Sy6 is another problem. There are forms like 
inkeye and maranka^ileye which can be split up as 'ti\ku 3 
'here' + eye and marainka^il, 'on trees' + eye. But in 
modern usage, i'fl.ks has replaced ifiku and rnavai-nkdVi'ie has 
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replaced marainkalil. So it is possible to argue that 
there is only one emphatic -e in one constituent. 

The form mattum can occur alone and give emphatic 
significance meaning 'alone'. mattum occurs with -e and 
tan and in a few cases as matturrie t7cn. It is not possible 
to differentiate among forms like avan matfum, avan maf^ume 
and avan mattuirfS tUn except to say that further emphasis 
seems to be intended. 

The clitic tun is the most common emphasizer. Probably 
because of the influence of the ref lexive pronoun plural form , 
kurahkukal tan (4) and airuvarkal tam (3) occur in cleft 
sentences. There is considerable overlap in usage between 
-5 and tat J and it is difficult to predict which will occur 
in most circumstances. As the homonymous clitic-ehas in- 
terrogative significance, spoken Tamil seems to prefer tZcn 
in normal emphatic position. Many cleft sentences can oc- 
cur with tan. following the postposed focussed constituent. 
Such cleft sentences can also occur without tan. So the 
clitic tUn can be held to be adding emphasis to the focus. 

Another possible interpretation for the frequent oc- 
currence of tan in cleft sentences could be a matter of 
stylistics. A cleft sentence, uttered alone, usually ends 
with an emphasizer, especially tan. But when such a sen- 
tence is followed by other sentences, this tan occurs 
rarely. The clitics tUn and -3 can occur together. When 
-3 is followed by tan as in avane tan, it should be consi- 
dered as stronger emphasis. But when -3 follows tan as in 
kSttUl tan&, 'if only (you) listened’, it is more of in- 
terrogative than of emphatic significance. 

Cleft formation (1) follows the same pattern as so far 
described. How this cleft formation functions when other 
slightly different constituents come up in sentences will 
be illustrated below: - 

(6) S. (First Pers.Sing.) — Locative Phrase — 

V . present 

n5n pirittaniyavil patikki^en. 

'I study in Britain', 
nan patikkiratu pirittaniyavil. 

' It is in Britain I am studying' . 
nan patippatu pirittaniyavil. 




'It is in Britain I am studying'. 

pirittaniyavil patikkiratu / patippatu nane 

'It is I who am studying in Britain' . 

A comment is here needed regarding the occurance of 
two forms patikkiratu and patippatu as interchangeable 
substitutes for the present finite verbs. The form patik- 
kiratu is the one that properly belongs to the present 
tense. But this occurs usually in formal speech alone. 

The form patippatu , which is usually identified with the 
future, is really present- future in significane and it is 
the preferred form as a substitute for the present finite 
verb in informal speech. 

(7) S. (Second Pers.Sing.) — 0. direct — V.past. 

nl avanai atittay. 

' You hit him' . 

avanai atittatu ni. 

— • 

'It was you who hit him' . 

ni atittatu avanai, 

• *• ' 

’It was he whom you hit’. 

(8) S. (Attribut . N. + Prop.N.) — Dative phrase - 

V. past aspect. 

elicapet makarani ilaAkai vantiruntar. 

'Queen Elizabeth had come to Sri Lanka'. 

ilaAkai vantiruntatu elicapet makarani. 

' It was Queen Elizabeth who has come to 

Sri Lanka. 

elicapet makarani vantiruntatu ilankaikke. 

'It was to Sri Lanka that Queen Elizabeth 

came’ . 

ilankai vantirunta makarapi elicapet. 

'The Queen who came to Sri Lanka was 

Elizabeth’ . 

The last two sentences here need comment. The first 
of these differs from those above in that the dative phrase 
ilankai can only occur with the case marker when it is fo- 
cussed. In the preceding examples in (8), the case marker 
is optional. The last sentence is somewhat peculair in 
that a different process seems to be involved. The proper 
name, a part of the subject, is focussed here. The finite 
verb becomes the past adjective participle. The attribu- 
tive noun makaravi, together with the rest of the sentence 
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becomes a noun clause. The noun clause becomes the sub- 
ject and elicapet becomes the semantic predicate. Relati- 
visation, rather than cleft formation is involved here. 

(9) S. — numeral — 0. direct — V. future reflexive, 
kantaii aj:u katturai e^utikkojvaii. 

'Kantan will be writing six essays by himself 
kantan elutikkollum ka$$urai aru.* 

'Essays which are written by Kantan are six'. 

The derived sentence here reflects the same process 
as noticed in the last sentence of (8). The focussed ele- 
ment here is the numeral, qualifying the direct object. 

(10) S. — 0. direct — V. modal, 
aruj. puttakattai vacikka ventum. 

'Arul should read the book', 
arul vacikka ventiyatu puttakattaiye . 

'It is the book that Arul should read', 
puttakattai vacikka ventiyatu arule. 

'It is Arul who should read the book'. 

The presence of the modal auxiliary in the unfocussed 
source sentence is no barrier to clef ting. 

(11) S. — 0. direct (Adj.+N.) — V. 
piriyai alakana pu pituflkinal. 

'Piriyai plucked a beautiful flower', 
piriyai pitu&kiya pu alakanatu.* 

'The flower plucked by Piriyai was beautiful' 

In Tamil, it is not possible to focus on the adjective in 
its attributive form. So ajakana cannot come at the end. 

But it can occur as alakSnatu in its predicative form. 

Some sort of focalization, but not cleft formation, is in- 
volved here. 

(12) S. — 0. direct (Adj.+N.) — V. 
avail civappu kko^i errinan. 

'He hoisted the red flag', 
avail grriya ko£i civappu.* 

’The flag which he hoisted was red’. 

An adjective, attributive in nature, but nominal in 
form like civappu 'red/redness' can be focussed without 
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change of form. This transformation is relativization 
rather than cleft formation. 

(13) S. (Possess. Pronoun + N. ) — V. passive, 
avanutaiya panam tirutappa^tatu . 

'His money was stolen', 
tirutappattatu avanutaiya panam. 

'It was his money that was stolen', 
tirutapatta panam avanutaiyatu.* 

'The money that was stolen was his'. 

Like (11) when the attributive adjective alakana has to 
become the predicate adjective as alakanatu to be focussed, 
here too the possessive case form avanutaiya has to become 
avanufaiyatu to serve as the semantic predicate. This too 
falls outside of cleft formation. 

(14) Adv. Clause — S. (Instrumental case) — V. future 

modal. 

atai nafatti mufikka ennal iyalum. 

' It will be possible for me to accomplish 

its performance' . 

ennal iyaluvatu atai natatti mutikka ttan. 

'It is accomplishing its performance that I 

am able to' . 

atai natatti mutikka iyaluvatu ennal mattume. 

' It is only by myself that this performance 

can be accomplished’ . 
ennal natatti mutikka iyaluvatu ataittan. 

' It is just that that I can accomplish the 

performance of' . 

(15) S. (Polite Sing. ) — Adv. of time — Adv. of 

Place — V. modal. 

amaiccar nalaikku inke varakkutum. 

'The minister may come here tomorrow', 
amaiccar nalaikku varakkutiyatu inkeye. 

' It is just here that the minister may come' . 
amaiccar inke varakkutiyatu nalaikku ttan. 

' It is only tomorrow that the minister may 

come here' . 

nalaikku inks varakkutiyatu amaiccar. 

'It is the minister who may come here 

tomorrow' . 
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The modal kutum is nominalized as kutiyatu. Both 
kutuvatu and kutukiratu, the other possible forms, are not 
in use as modal auxiliaries. 

(16) S. — Purposive Phrase — V. 
nan makajukkaka vankijnen. 

' I bought for my daughter' . 
nan vankiyatu makajukkaka. 

'It is for my daughter that I bought'. 

(17) S. — Locative Phrase — V. 
puttakam mecaiyinmel kitantatu. 

'The book lay on the table', 
puttakam kitantatu mecaiyinmel. 

' It was on top of the table that the book 

lay' . 

(18) S. — Instrumental Phrase — V. 

avan katti kontu vettinan. 

. — • • • * 

'He cut with a knife’, 
avan vef^iyatu katti kop$u. 

'It was with the knife that he cut'. 

(19) S. — Locative Phrase — V. 
cavan intira kanti pakkam cerntar. 

'Chavan joined Indira Gandhi's side', 
cavan cerntatu intira kantipakkam. 

'It was on Indira Gandhi's side that Chavan 
. joined' . 

(20) S. — Adverb Phrase (Equative) — V. 
kanti Ka^avulai ppola pporrappatukirar . 

'Gandhi is venerated as a deity', 
kanti porrappatuvatu kafavujai ppola. 

'It is as a deity that Gandhi is venerated'. 

(21) S. (Attribut.N.+N. ) — 0. direct — V. 
aval al.aku avanai kkavafntatu. 

'Her beauty attracted him', 
avanai kkavarntatu aval alaku. 

' It is her beauty that attracted him' . 
avanai kkavarnta alaku avalatu/avaju^aiyatu . * 

'The beauty that attracted him was that of 

her' . 
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In this example, the constituent aval cannot be moved 
to the focus position without modification. In genitive 
or possessive case relationship, the case marker is option- 
al in Tamil. But in movement transformation, the posses- 
sive noun needs the predicate form. This too cannot be 
considered cleft formation. 

(22) S. (Noun Phrase) — Adv. — V. negative. 

paratiyiji perumai camakalattil uparappafavillai . 

Bharati's greatness was not realised contem- 
poraneously' . 

camakalattil unarappatatatu paratiyiii perumai. 

'It was Bharati's greatness that was not 

realised contemporaneously' . 
camakalattil unarappatata perumai paratiyinatu. 

'The greatness that was not realised contem- 
poraneously was that of Bharati'. 

When the negative verb in —Vllai is nominalized, the 
element -itlai. disappears and the negative element gets 
included in the nominalized form of the adjective partici- 
ple. 



It does not seem necessary to confine cleft formation 
to simple declaratory sentences only. Some examples where 
entire clauses are focussed in cleft sentences follow; - 

(23) S. — Adv. Clause — V. 

avan tail perrSrai kkapfapotu makil_ntan. 

'He was happy when he saw his parents', 
avan maki^ntatu tail perrorai kkapfopStu. 

'It was when he saw his parents that he was 

happy' . 

(24) Adv. Clause — S. — V. 

aracan irakka avail makaJL araciyansij. . 

'When the king died, his daughter became 

queen' . 

avail makal araciyanatu aracan ijrakkattan. * 
?aracan makal araciyanatu avan i£akkattaii. 
aracan makal araciyanatu aracan i£akkattan.* 

' It was when the king died that the princess 

became queen' . 
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As a pronoun can occur only after its antecedent 
there is difficulty in moving the adverbial clause here. 

The pronominalization rule makes the first transformation 
unacceptable and the second transformation questionable. 

The last sentence reflects proper pronominalization. Cleft 
formation is not involved here. 

(25) S. — Adv. Clause — V. 

nafcu aracankam marly at arku ppin munneriyatu. 

'The country progressed after the government 

changed' . 

natu munneriyatu aracankam majriyataxku ppiii. 

'It was after the government changed that 

the country progressed' . 

(26) S. — Adv. Clause — 0. — V. 

avan maruntu cappittu utampu kunamanan. 

'He took medicine and recovered his health', 
avail utampu kunamanatu maruntu cappittu ttan. 

'It was only by taking medicine that he 

recovered his health'. 

(27) S. — Purposive Clause — 0. Indirect — V. 
nan en perrorai pparppatarkaka ppuloli poven. 

'I usually go to Puloly to see my parents’, 
nan puloli povatu eii perrorai pparppatarkaka. 

'It is to see my parents that I usually go 

to Puloly ' . 

The forms poven^, povatu, etc., serve to express habi- 
tual present also. 

(28) Causal clause — S. — 0. indirect — V. 
avan unakku utaviyatanal, nan avanukku 

utavukiren^ 

'I am helping him because he helped you', 
nan avanukku utavuvatu avan unakku utaviyatanaL 
'It is because he helped you, that I am 

helping him ’ . 

(29) S. — Causal clause — V. 

avan tinamum matu aruntuvatanal noyajiyanin. 

'He has become ill as he takes liquor daily', 
avan noyallyanatu tinamum matu aruntuvatanal. 
'It was because he took liquor daily that 

he became ill ' . 
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It is not possible to focus on comparative, condition- 
al and concessive clauses. Even though movement transfor- 
mations as in cleft type constructions are possible, the 
focussed elements do not seem to carry focus. 

(30) S. — Comparative Clause — V. 
inta vitu anta vitjilum periyatu. 

'This house is bigger than that house 
inta vitu periyatu anta vlttilum. 

(31) S. — Conditional Clause — V. 

a van parltcai e_lutinal citti eytuvan . 

'He will pass if he sits for the examination', 
avan citti eytuvatu parltcai elutinal.* 

(32) S. — Concessive Clause — V. 

avsm parijcai e_lutinalum citti eytamaf fas. 

'He cannot pass even if he sits for the 

examination' . 

_ _ )fc 

avan citti eytamattatatu pari^cai eJLut inalum . 

(33) Concessive Clause — S. — V. 

pari^cai ejlutinalum elutavittalum avan nilai 

tinuntatu. 

'His situation will not improve whether he 

sits for the examination or not'. 

avan nilai tiruntatu parltcai elutinalum 

— — * 

elutAvif (Hum. 

(34) Universal Clause — S. — V. 
yar enna connalum avan varuvan . 

'He will come whoever may say what', 
avan varuvatu yar enna connalum. 

It seems that interrogative sentences are amenable to 
cleft formation. The cleft sentences can only have the 
questioned element in the underlying sentence focussed. As 
all question words in Tamil are connected to clitic -e, 
the E. Question-word in Tamil is almost equivalent to Wh- 
Question-word in English. 

(35) S.— 0. direct — V. 
niya ivanai atittay? 

'Was it you who hit him?' 
ivanai a^ittatu ni tana? 

'Was it you who hit him?' 
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(36) S . (E . Question-word) — 0. indirect — 0, direct 

— V. 

yar unakku itanai cconnar? 

'Who told you this?’ 
unakku itanai cconnatu yar? 

'Who was it who told you this?' 

(37) S. — 0. direct (E, Question-word) — infinitive — V. 
nl yarai pparkka ppSkiray? 

'Whom are you going to see?' 
nl parkka ppovatu yarai? 

'Whom are you going to see?' 

(38) S. — 0. direct (E . Question-word) — V. 
aval enna ceykiral? 

'What is she doing?' 
aval ceyki£atu enna? 

'What is it, she is doing?' 

The focussed element may appear in the favourite sur- 
face position of the subject, while the remainder of the 
sentence may, once it has been nominalized, appear in the 
surface position generally occupied by the predicate. 

II. Cleft Formation (2) 

The second type of cleft formation in Tamil introduces 
some more elements into cleft formation (1) . Between the 
nominalized subject and the focussed element which serves 
as predicate, an E , Question-word (similar to Wh. Question- 
word in English) appropriate to the element focussed is 
introduced, followed by enrol , the conditional form of the 
quotative particle enru. This form has some superficial 
similarity to pseudo-cleft construction in English in the 
introduction of the E . Question-word. The appropriateness of 
the E . Question-word to suit each focussed constituent will 
be pointed out in observations following examples. 

The finite verb which cannot be focussed in cleft for- 
mation^) can be focussed in cleft formation(2) . As in 
English, the finite verb as such cannot be focussed. But it 
is possible to focus on the nominalized form of the finite 
verb. The substitution of the nominalised form of cey , 

'do' in the other part of the sentence enables localizat- 
ion of the nominalized form of the finite verb. This for- 
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mation has some superficial resemblance to cleft formation 
(1) . Between the nominalized subject and the focussed 
element, enna, an E . Question-word followed by enral occurs 
as in cleft formation (2) . Incidentally, it is worthy of 
note that enna is the usual E . Question-word that occurs 
here as this is the appropriate word to bring to focus the 
nominalized finite verb form. The resulting cleft format- 
ion is clearly cleft formation (2) . The resemblance of the 
cleft sentence without enna enral to the cleft sentences of 
cleft formation(l) is only superficial. Oh semantic grounds, 
the cleft sentence without enna enral , focussing the nomi- 
nalization of the finite verb has to be taken as a shortened 
form of the full sentence of cleft formation(2) . 

Examples of simple declaratory sentences will be taken 
up first. The first five sentences in cleft formation(l) 
will be reproduced so that similarities between the two 
types of cleft formation will be clear. 

(39) irSman katumaiyaka ulaikkiran . (e.g.l.) 

katumaiyaka u^aikkiratu yar/evan enral iraman . 

'If (you) ask who works hard, it is Raman', 
iraman ulaikkiratu eppati enral katumaiyaka 

ttaii . 

'If (you) ask how Raman works, it is as hard', 
ir amain ceykiratu enna enral katumaiyaka 

ulsikkiratu. 

'If (you) ask what Raman does, it is working 

hard. 

iraman cekiratu katumaiyaka ulaikkiratu. 

'What Raman does is working hard' . 

As the E . Question-word has to be appropriate to the 
focussed constituent, reflecting concord in person, number 
and gender as far as possible, it seems to add more force 
or emphasis to the focussed constituent. The interrogative 
form yar, 'who', can denote masculine singular, feminine 
singular, polite singular and plural. But evan^ can denote 
masculine singular only as it means, 'which man?’ This form 
evan can occur as interrogative only when it is certain 
that the question is about a male person. The adverb of 
manner ka^vma'iyaka entails eppati, 'how' as the appropriate 
E . Quest ion -word. 
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(40) kannaki kovalanai manantal. (e,g,2) 

• • — • • — — 

kannaki manantatu yarai/evanai enral kovalanaiye. 

'If (you) ask whom Kannaki married, it was 

Kovalan ' . 

kovalanai manantatu yar/eval enral kannakiye. 

'If (you) ask who married Kovalan, it was 

Kannaki ' . 

kannaki ceytatu enna enral kovalanai manantatu, 

• • ■ ■ ■ . • 

'If (you) ask what Kannaki did, it was 

marrying Kovalan ' . 

kannaki ceytatu kovalanai manantatu. 

• • < — 

'What Kannaki did was marrying Kovalan'. 

The interrogative form has to take the case marker^ 
also when the focussed constituent has a case marker (yarai./ 
evanai in relation to kcvaZau.a.'i ) . The interrogative form 
eval 3 _tb.e feminine counterpart of evan_ 3 can be substituted 
for yar when it is certain that the focus is on a female 
person. Unlike yar which is common to all rational beings, 
the other form with the base —e inflects for all genders 
and numbers, as can be seen in evan_\ 'which man?', eval 3 
'which woman?'; evar 3 'which person?; etu 3 'which one?* and 
eva-i 3 which ones?' The form enral can only be translated 
as something like 'if (you) asked'. Comparing these Tamil 
cleft sentences with English pseudo-cleft sentences, it 
seems that the Tamil periphrastic construction consisting 
of E . Question-word and the conditional enral do duty for 
the relative pronoun in English, which pronoun is not avail- 
able in Tamil. 

(41) ciruvarkal patacalaikku vantarkaj. (e.g.3) 

patacalaikku vantatu yar/yavarkal/evar/evarkaj 

enral ciruvarkal. 

'If (you) ask who came to school, it was 

the children' . 

ciruvarkal vantatu enku enral patacalaikku. 

'If (you) ask where the children came, it 

was to the school’. 

ciruvarkaj ceytatu enna enral patacalaikku 

vantate . 

'If (you) ask what the children did, it was 

coming to school'. 

ciruvarkaj ceytatu patacalaikku vantate. 

'What the children did was coming to school'. 
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There are four E . Question-words which are appropriate 
for civuvarkal. The form ciruvarkal is epicene plural in 
sense and double plural in construction. As words like 
yar and evar also function as polite singular in addition 
to being epicene plural, the language has also forms like 
yavarkal and evarkal which are double plural as well as 
epicene plural. Another point to note here is in sentences 
where the nominalized form of the finite verb is focussed, 
that and the nominalized form in cey always agree in their 
tense. 



(42) kurankukal marankalil tavukinrana. (e.g.4) 
marankayi 1 tavukinratu enna/yavai enral 

kurankukal . 

• 

'If (you) ask what jumps on trees, it is the 

monkeys ' . 

kurankukaj tavukinratu enku enral marankalile. 
'If (you) ask where monkeys jump, it is on 

the trees ' . 

kurankukal ceykinratu enna enral marankalil 

tavukinratu. 

'If (you) ask what the monkeys do, it is 

jumping on trees'. 

kurankukal ceykinratu marankaj.il tavukinratu. 
'What monkeys do is jumping on trees'. 

The word enna is translated as 'what'. It can serve 
to indicate both neuter singular and neuter plural. But 
when neuter plural is focussed another possible E. Question- 
word in use only in formal speech is yavai/evai 'which?' 
Likewise, another possible substitute for enna in neuter 
singular is yatu/etu 'which?' 

(43) punai pal kutikkum. (e.g.5) 

pal kutippatu enna/etu enral punai. 

'If (you) ask what drinks the milk, it is 

the cat ' . 

punai kutippatu enna enral pal tan. 

'If (you) ask what the cat drinks, it is 

only the milk f , 

punai ceyvatu enna/etu enral pi.1 kutippatu. 

'If (you) ask what the cat does, it is 

drinking milk' . 

punai ceyvatu pal kutippatu. 

'What the cat does is drinking milk'. 
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Cleft formation (2) follows the same pattern as so far 
described. How this cleft formation functions with other 
slightly different constituents will be illustrated below. 
Examples of cleft sentences will be limited to interesting 
or unusual forms. As far as possible, sentences made use 
of in cleft formation(l) will be used to enable scholars 
to compare the workings of these transformations, 

(44) nail pirittaniyavil patikkirtm. (e.g.6) 
pirittaniyavil patikkiratu yar/evan/eval enral 

nan tan. 

'If (you) ask who studies in Britain, it is 

myself ' . 

In the first person, there is no distinction of gen- 
der. The person concerned can be either male or female. 

If there is no clue to the sex of the person, yar 3 is ap- 
propriate. If the person concerned can be identified as 
male or female, then evan_ or evaZ s as the case may be, can 
also be used. 

(45) ni avaiiai atittay. (e.g.7) 

avanai atittatu yar /evan/ aval enral ni tan. 

'If (you) ask who hit him, it was you'. 

What is said regarding the first person pronoun ap- 
plies to the second person pronoun also. 

(46) elicapet makarani ilankai vantiruntar. (e.g.8). 
elicapet makarani vantiruntatu enke enral 

ilankaikku . 

'If (You) ask where Queen Elizabeth visited, 

it was to Sri Lanka' . 

ilankai vantirunta makarapi yar/evar enral 

elicapet . 

'If (You) ask which Queen visited Sri Lanka, 

it was Elizabeth'. 

As in cleft formation (1) , the dative phrase should 
have a formal case marker when it is focussed. As Queen 
Elizabeth will be referred to in polite singular only, the 
E . Question-word appropriate for it can be only either yar 
or evar. The feminine singular form is considered impolite 
for use. But the last sentence, as such, is not a cleft 
sentence. Similar is the case when an attributive numeral, 
forming a part of the object is focussed. 
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(47) kantan aru katturai eUitikkolvan. (e.g.9) + 

kantan elutikkollum katturai ettanai enral aru. 

49 • • . 

'If (you) ask how many essays kantan is 

writing by himself, it is six'. 

Cleft formation(l) does not allow focus on makara^i 
alone or ka}}urai alone. Cleft formation (2) follows suit. 

But focussing of these constituents is possible. 

? ilankai vantirunta elicapet yar enral 

makaraiji . 

'If (you) ask which Elizabeth visited Sri 

Lanka, it was the Queen'. 

? kantan elutikkollum aru enna enral ka$$urai. 

'If (you) ask what six Kantan is writing 

by himself it is essays’. 

The acceptability of the above two sentences 

is in doubt. 

(48) aru} puttakattai vacikkavept um - (e.g.10) 
puttakattai vacikkaveijt iyatu yar/even/eva} 

enral aru}e . 

'If (you) ask who should read the book, it 

is Arul ' . 

aru} puttakattai enna ceyyaven^iyatu enral 

vacikkavSn^ iyatu . 

'If (you) ask what Arul should do with the 
book, it is that he should read', 
arul puttakatti cceyyavegtiyatu vacikkaveijtiyatu . 

'What Arul should do is (that he) should 

read' . 

Aru} can occur as a personal name for both men and 
women. So yar is the proper word when the sex of the per- 
son is unknown. If the person can be identified as a male 
or female, then evan or eva\ also can be used. The E. 
Question-word enna can occur either before or after the 
nominalized form formed from eey. The nominalized modal 
verb form vegtiyatu has to occur in both parts of the cleft 
sentece . 



(49) piriyai a^Lakana pu pi$unkin_^l. (e.g.ll) 

piriyai pi^unkiya pu ettakaiyatu/eppatiyanatu 

enral alakanatu. 
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' If (you) ask what kind of flower Piriyai 
plucked, it was beautiful'. 

(50) avan civappu kkoti errinan . (e.g.12)^ 
avan erriya koti enna enral civappu. 

'If (you) ask what flag he hoisted, it was 

red ' . 

(51) avanutaiya panam tirutappattatu. (e.g.13) 
tirutappa^ta panam evanutaiyatu enral 

avanutaiyatu. * 

'If (you) ask whose money was stolen it was 

his' . 

avanutaiya panam ceyyappattatu enna enral 

tirutappattatu . 

'If (you) ask what was done to his money, 

it was stolen' . 

? avanutaiya panam ceyyappattatu tirutappattatu. 

'What was done to his money was that it was 

stolen’ . 

Adjective forms in their attributive form cannot be 
focussed but it is possible to focus them in their predi- 
cate form. Even though there is some surface resemblance 
to cleft formation(2) in these sentences there is no cleft 
here as the essential nominalization of the finite verb 
does not occur here. When a passive verb has to be focus- 
sed the nominalization in oey also has to appear in passive 
form. But the shortened form of this cleft sentence in 
Tamil looks odd and its acceptability is in doubt. 

(52) atai natatti mutikka ennal iyalum. (e.g.14) 

_ • ♦ — — 

ennal iyaluvatu etu enral atai natatti 

mutippatu. 

'If (you) ask which one I am able to, it is 
accomplishing its performance', 
ennal natatti mutikka iyaluvatu etai enral atai 

tt ap . 

'If (you) ask which one whose performance I 
can accomplish, it is that’. 

When the focus is on direct object, the E. Question- 
word occurs with the accusative case marker. When the 
focus is on the adverbial clause, the same E . Question-word 
remains without any case marker. The focussed adverbial 
clause assumes the predicate form. 
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(53) amaiccar nalakku ifike varakkufum. (e.g.15) 
amaiccar inke varakkutiyatu eppolutu enral 

naj.aikke . 

'If (you) ask when the minister may come 

here, it is just tomorrow', 
nalaikku inki varakkutiyavar yar/evar enral 

amaiccar. 

'If (you) ask who might come here tomorrow, 

it is the minister'. 

amaiccar nalaikku ifike ceyyakkufiyatu enna 

enral varuvatu. 

'If (you) ask what the minister can do here 

tomorrow, it is coming', 
amaiccar nalaikku inki ceyyakkutiyatu varuvatu. 
'What the minister can do here tomorrow is 

coming' . 

The minister may be male or female but amaiccar is 
used as polite singular. Tamil has amaiccan^ a masculine 
form, for the same word but there is no corresponding fe- 
minine singular. During cleft formation focussing the 
finite verb^ the modal form moves to form part of the nomi- 
nalization of oey while the infinitive form, preceding the 
modal, becomes nominalized to be focussed. The form varak- 
kutiyatu cannot be focussed. 

(54) nan makalukkaka vankineii. (e.g.16) 

nan vankiyatu yarukkaka/evalukkaka enral 

makalukkaka. 

'If (you) ask for whom I bought, it was for 

(my) daughter' . 

(55) puttakam mScaiyinmil kitantatu. (e.g.17) 
puttakam kitantatu etanmel enral mecaiyinmel. 

'If (you) ask on what the book was lying, 

it was on the table'. 

(56) avan katti kontu vettinan. (e.g.18) 

• • • • ■ — 

avan vettinatu etu kontu enral katti kontu. 

- — • • • • » • 

’ If (you) ask with what he cut , it was with 

a knife' . 

(57) cavan intira kanti pakkam cerntar. (e . g . ., 
cavan cerntatu enta pakkam enral intira kanti/ 

'If (you) ask which side Chavan joined, it 
was Indira Gandhi’s side’. 
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(58) kanti katavujai ppola pp5rrappatukir ar . (e.g.20) 
kanti porrappatuvatu eppaf i/evvaru enral 

kaJavuJaippSla. 

'If (you) ask how Gandhi is venerated, it 

is as a deity* . 

(59) aval a_laku avanai kkavarntatu, (e.g.21) 
aval avanai kkavarnatu etu enral alaku. 

? avanai kkavarntatu avalutaiya/avalatu etu 

enral aJLaku . 

'If (you) ask what of her attracted him, it 

was beauty' . 

The attributive phrase aval alaku can be focussed 
easily in cleft formation (2) but the attempt to focus on 
alaku alone produces difficulties, as illustrated above. 

Examples where entire clauses are focussed on cleft 
sentences will follow:- 

(60) a van tan perrorai kkantapStu makilntan . (e.g.23) 
a van makilntatu eppotu enral tan perrorai 

kkantapotu. 

'If (you) ask when he was happy, it was when 

he saw his parents’. 

(61) nltu aracankam mariyatarkuppiQ munniriyatu. 

^ (e.g.25) 

natu munneriyatu eppolutu enral aracankam 

mar^iyatarjkkuppin. 

'If (you) ask when the country progressed, 
it was after the government changed' . 

(62) avan maruntu cappittu utampu kunamanin. (e.g.26) 
a van utampu kunamanatu eppati enral maruntu 

cappittu. 

'If (you) ask how he recovered, it was by 

taking medicine'. 

(63) nan en perrorai pparppatarkaka ppuloli poven. 

(e.g.27) 

nan puloli povatu etarkaka enral en pe rro rai 

pparppatarkaka. 

'If (you) ask why I go to Puloly, it was to 

see my parents'. 
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(64) avail unakku utaviyatanal, nan avanukku 

utavukirSn. (e.g,28) 
nan avanukku utavukiratu en enral a van unakku 

utaviyatanal , 

'If (you) ask why I help him, it is because 

he helped you', 

(65) a van tinamum matu aruntuvatanal noyaj.iyanan . 
a van nSyaiiySnatu etanSl enral tinamum matu 

arunttuvat an al . 

' If (you) ask how he became ill , it is 

because he takes liquor daily'. 

Examples (30) to (39) cited in the section on cleft for- 
mation^) are not amenable to cleft formation (2) . 

III. Cleft Formation (3) 

Asher (1982) has introduced this as a type of cleft 
formation. The nominalization of the syntactic predicate 
finite verb signifying the nominalization of the whole se- 
quence of events that are left behind, an essential feature 
of cleft formation, involves quite a different process here. 
As Asher himself points out, the subject noun phrase alone 
can be focussed in this type of transformation. This type 
of transformation resembles pseudo-cleft superficially in 
that a relative clause structure seems to be involved. 
Examples used in illustration of other kinds of cleft will 
undergo transformation here for the study of the process 
involved. 

(66) i ram an katumalyaka ulaikkiraii . (e.e. 1 & 40) 
katumaiyaka ulaikkiravari iramane . 

'He who works hard is Raman'. 

(67) kannaki kovalanai manantal. (e.e. 2 & 41) 

kovalanai manantaval kannaki tan. 

« • • • 

'She who married Kovalan was Kannaki only’. 

(68) ciruvarkal patacalaikku vantarkal. (e.e. 3 & 42) 
patacalaikku vantavarkal ciruvarkal. 

'Those who came to school were the children'. 

(69) kurankukal marankalil tavukinrana. (e.g.4 & 43) 

marankalil tavukinravai kurankutal. 

• • 

'Those which jump on trees are the monkeys’. 
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(70) punai pal kutikkum. (e.g. 5 & 44) 
pal kutippatu punai , 

'That which drinks milk is the cat*. 

The process of transformation involved here is not 
some sort of nominalization as noticed in cleft formations 
(1) and (2) but pronominalization . The finite verb form 
is pronominalized in relation to the subject noun phrase. 
This process results in the formation of the participial noun 
or what is referred to in traditional Tamil grammar as 
vinaiyal anaiyum peyar. Some focalization seems to be in- 
volved here but the process involved seems to be quite dif- 
ferent from the processes involved in cleft formations (1) 
and (2). 

The transformation in example (70) does not differ in 
form from one clef t formation (1) in example (5), This will be 
the case in all examples of sentences with finite neuter 
singular verbs. 

Even in this type of transformation, there does not 
seem to be concord when first and second person pronouns 
occur as subject noun phrase. 

(71) nan. pirittaniyavil patikkiren^. (e.g. 6 & 45) 
pirittaniyavil patikkiravan/patikkiraval nSri 

tSn . 

'He/she who studies in Britain is myself'. 

(72) nl avanai atittay. (e.g. 7 & 46). 
avanai atittavan/atittaval ni tan. 

'He/she who hit him was yourself' . 

The singular variety of these two pronouns present 
this problem. The participial noun has to indicate whether 
the semantic predicate is masuline or feminine. The polite 
singular forms patikkiravar and atittavar which do duty as 
substitutes in some circumstances when the gender of a per- 
son is unknown, are not suitable for masculine singular and 
feminine singular semantic predicates in this type of cons- 
truction . 

As the process involved in this type of transformat- 
ion seems to be quite different from those involved in 
cleft formations (1) and (2) , no further illustrations 
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will be given for the so-called cleft formation (3). 

This paper has identified a set of sentences that re- 
quire treatment in terms of some kind of cleft formation 
process and has made some observations on them. This collect- 
ion of raw data can serve as a basis for further advanced 
linguistic studies. 
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